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E. Historic Context 

Introduction 
The road to literacy for African Americans at the tum of the 20'*' century was paved with hope and 
determination. Illiteracy for blacks was being systematically eliminated throughout Texas and the nation. Of all 
the southem states, Texas could boast of having the lowest ilHteracy rate for African Americans, a rate that 
dropped from 38.2% in 1900 to 17.8% by 1920.* This reduction in illiteracy was due in part to the charitable 
contributions of such philanthropic organizations as the George Foster Peabody Fund, the John F. Slater Fund, 
the General Education Board, the Anna T. Jeanes Fund, and the Julius Rosenwald Fund. These organizations 
contributed to the education of African Americans by providing funds for teacher's salaries, school equipment, 
and the constmction of school buildings. However, it was the founding of the Julius Rosenwald School Building 
Program that marked the beginning of the most important educational initiative of the early 20* century. By the 
time the Fund ended operations in 1932, the Program had contributed to the constmction of 5,357 schools. 

Julius Rosenwald 1862-1932 
Julius Rosenwald was bom in Springfield, Illinois on 12 August 1862. (see E-42) He was the son of a German 
Jew who came to America to seek economic opportunity in 1854. Whh only twenty-two dollars to his name 
upon arrival to this new country, Julius' father quickly found his niche in the city as a member of a clothing firm. 
As a youth, Julius attended public school and made money in his spare time by doing odd jobs.̂  Even before he 
acquired his great wealth and had established his philanthropies, Rosenwald concemed himself with the needs of 
his fellow man. It was his goal in life to eam enough money to support his family, save for the fiiture, and have 
yet enough to give to charity. 

Julius began his business career at the age of seventeen as an apprentice in his uncles' clothing firm. Within five 
years he had leamed the clothing business well enough to set himself up as an independent clothing merchant in 
partnership with his brother. After several years of moderate success, other opportunities presented themselves. 
Namely, a chance to become partners with a young but thriving mail-order business owned by Richard Sears. 
Rosenwald and his brother-in-law, who presented the idea to Julius, together invested seventy-five thousand 
dollars in a partnership with Sears.' 

Rosenwald became active in the firm of Sears, Roebuck and Company in 1897. At the tum-of-the century the 
company's annual sales were more than eleven million dollars. Business was so great that it was necessary to 
build a plant to accommodate all the incoming mail orders. In 1906, the company completed the constmction of 

' Winegarten, Ruthe, Black Texas Women, (University Press: Austin, 1995), 91. 
^ Edwin R. Embree and Julia Waxman, Investment in People: The Story of the Julius Rosenwald 

Fund, (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1949), 11. 
' Ibid., 12. 


